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How to Write a Report
*
By Walter A. Staub

Too much emphasis cannot be placed on the importance of a
well-written, informing report to a client upon completion of an
engagement, or even before its completion if the circumstances
are such as to call for a preliminary report.
The report is the means by which the accountant maintains his
line of communications with the client. In many cases the client
himself may see little of the members of the staff directly engaged
on the work, and his impression of the value of the work done
will be based in a large measure on the report submitted. The re
marks which follow are suggestions inspired by observation of the
fate of many report drafts, the impressions gained of their virtues
or faults, and the conviction that there are certain aims to be held
in view and pitfalls to be avoided in writing a report.
Don’t be stereotyped. Some men seem to labor under the im
pression that it is necessary to prepare the text of reports in the
same form which they have found used by other men when first
joining the staff. This stereotyped form most often consists of
comments ad seriatim on the items of the balance-sheet; and be
fore beginning to read the report one already knows it will read
something like this:
We have checked the bank balances and counted the
cash on hand; we have verified the trial balance of ac
counts receivable ledger, etc., etc.,
going through all the minutiae of insurance and other prepaid ex
penses (often of comparatively small amount), through the lia
bilities one by one, and then to the capital stock.
At this point, if the matter is referred to at all, the operations
of the year, which usually are or would be of greater interest to
the client than most other features of the report—particularly if it
is a periodical audit—are dismissed with a word or two of trite
comment or of reference to the appended earnings and expense
statement.
* Summary of an address to members of the staff of Lybrand, Ross Bros. & Mont
gomery.
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This is a quick way to write a report, but it doesn’t make an
interesting or valuable one. For instance, we have clients for
whom we have been making annual audits for the past ten, fifteen
or twenty years, and you can imagine with what eagerness they
await and with what mental stimulation they read each year the
report that brings them the astounding news that once again we
have verified the bank balances and counted the petty cash and
actually found them to be correct! If a client had a suspicion that
such an obvious thing as verifying the cash balance were not being
done he would probably soon change auditors. Some things are
so obviously a part of the auditor’s duty that in the absence of a
definite statement to the contrary it is to be assumed that they
have been done.
To sum up under this head, let us get away from this stereo
typed form of balance-sheet comment and use it only when it is
really demanded. Cases in which this form of comment may ap
propriately be used will be referred to later.
Discuss important matters early in report. Ordinarily, try to
put in the early part of your report really important matters,
things that are vital and interesting to the client and to which his
attention should be promptly called.
When important matters are preceded by comments on numer
ous minor matters, particularly if they are dealt with in a technical
way, the client may be exhausted by the time he gets to the im
portant items and may pass them by, saying to himself, “I guess
the rest of it is all right.” Thus some special comment, perhaps
connected with operations of the year, may not attract attention
because it was not stated in the early part of the report.
Don’t elaborate on trifles. If a slight difference between con
trolling accounts and subsidiary ledgers should occur or there
should be an error of two cents in petty cash, it may be right to
mention the fact, but the average client does not want to be bur
dened with such non-essential matters. If errors are indicative of
carelessness, even though otherwise not vital, it is advisable to
report them, commenting thereon in as few words as possible.
This treatment will please the average client much more than if
such minor matters are unduly stressed.
Do not pad the report merely to have it run into a considerable
number of pages. A brief report containing worth-while com170
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ments is preferable to copious comments which are really much
ado about nothing.
Cover everything vital. It is annoying to a client to have a
report come to him and then later receive a supplemental report on
something that had been omitted from the report proper, espe
cially if the client be a banking or investment house floating issues
of securities which has in the meantime issued circulars based on
the initial report.
There are, of course, some engagements in which supplemental
reports are entirely in order. For example, in brokerage or bank
examinations supplemental reports are frequently necessary for
the purpose of bringing to the client’s attention accounts or loans
for which confirmations have not been received.
Endeavor to make report interesting. Try to learn of things
during the examination which will interest the client. The form
of presentation frequently decides whether or not the client’s in
terest will be aroused. Increasing the use of charts to facilitate the
comprehension of developments or tendencies in sales, costs, mar
gins of profit, etc., is well worth considering.
Use clear, concise English. The language used in writing a
report should be clear and concise and should avoid ambiguity.
Especially, avoid long sentences. When an effort is made to cut
down the sentences, making them short and crisp, there is more
likelihood of a clear statement of facts than when a long sentence
starts at the top of a page and extends over to the next. Do
not begin too many sentences with participles or indirect forms of
expression.
Cutting up the text into short paragraphs helps to make a
report clear. Theoretically, a new paragraph should be started
only when a new train of thought begins, but strict adherence to
this academic rule often results in discouragingly long paragraphs.
Subdivision of an extended comment into a number of paragraphs
facilitates its digestion.
A liberal use of paragraph captions also tends to facilitate the
client’s reading, study and comprehension of a report.
Study your client before you write your report. Different
clients like different kinds of reports. Some clients will not read
a twenty-five page report for love or money, while others delight
in going into the minutest details of the business. Try to form
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some idea of the kind of report that will appeal to the client or his
responsible representatives.
Write report promptly. Unless a report is promptly for
warded to the client it is not apt to excite his interest when it ar
rives, but rather to arouse a feeling of peevishness because of de
layed presentation. It is important that the accountant in charge
of the work in the field get his draft report into the office as
soon as the work is finished, because, at best, the review, typing
and comparing of the report in the office after the draft arrives
there must take some time. It makes an excellent impression on
the client if he receives the report soon after the completion of the
work.
Write report in client’s office. Two strong reasons are ad
vanced for writing the report draft in the client’s office, when
ever it is feasible to do so—and it usually is—viz.,
I.
2.

Accessibility of records.
The client appreciates the time spent on work.

As to accessibility of the records, if the draft is written at our
office, questions or points coming up, on which more information
seems desirable, necessitate much telephoning (with the possibility
of the information received in this way not always being accurate)
or perhaps involve an additional trip to the client’s office. Particu
larly in the case of out-of-town engagements is it annoying, when
writing the report after returning to the office, to find that data
are lacking, the need for which was not previously seen.
If the report is written in the client’s office, the records are
available for securing readily such supplemental information as the
drafting of the report discloses to be necessary. Also, explana
tions which it may be desirable to secure from the client’s staff are
more likely to be satisfactory if received on the ground than when
obtained over the telephone or by mail. The difficulty of secur
ing satisfactory explanations at long range tends to result in the
slighting in the report of perhaps important matters.
When a report takes long to prepare, the client does not ap
preciate the time required to assemble papers and write and rewrite
the report. He simply knows that the accountant is gone and
gives no credit for time spent elsewhere.
Accept proper responsibility. Some reports would lead one
to believe that they were written for the protection of the ac-
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countant and to serve as an alibi in case it later developed that all
was not as it should be in the client’s affairs.
When a client, whether for reasons best known to himself or
for reasons expressed to us, does not want the accountant to fol
low what appeals to the latter as the best procedure in making the
examination, the accountant should, of course, make mention of
the restriction in the report. Also, if by instructions of the client
an examination is limited in scope, the report should not fail to
disclose this fact. When, however, a client does not impose any
restrictions or limitations, it is not fair to him to make the report
an erudite collection of ifs and buts.
Supplementing the foregoing, it may be stated that certain en
gagements are of a special nature and ordinarily warrant the re
ports describing at least briefly the steps taken to verify the assets
and liabilities. Bank and brokerage audits come into this class,
because there are usually at least some items which even in a
fairly comprehensive examination it may not be practicable to
verify as conclusively as the auditor would wish. For example,
the deposit accounts in a bank examination are seldom verified as
exhaustively as would be theoretically desirable, and it is im
portant not only to have this understood by the client but also to
make it a matter of record in the report.
It is so obvious that it need hardly be stated that a good report
can be written only if it has been preceded by a good examina
tion, that is, one which is thorough, intelligently conducted and
directed toward ends which will be of the greatest service to
the client. As a conclusion of this discussion, it may be in order to
repeat the proverb: “First be sure you’re right and then go ahead.”
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